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Abstract 
This paper explores the ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƐŽĨ  ‘ĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚĞƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚĂŶĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐŽĨ ƚŚĞ
experiences of technical specialists adopting the position of project manager ?^ ŚŝĨƚƐƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ‘ĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚĞ
ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ?ŝŶƚŚŝƐĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶƐƌĞƐƵůƚŝŶĂƚĞŶƐŝŽŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶĐŽŵƉĞƚŝŶŐůŽŐŝĐƐ ?ƚŚĞůŽŐŝĐ
of the traditional profession versus another focused on delivery of market value for clients/employers. 
>ŝǀŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƚŚŝƐƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƉůĂĐĞƐƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐŝŶĂ ‘liminal ?ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶƚǁŽǁĂǇƐ; they find themselves 
in a liminal position created first by the transition from a technical specialist role into a managerial role 
and second as they occupy the space between the often opposing institutions of profession and 
employing organisation. Drawing on empirical data gathered within a project-based industry and 
ƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐƚŽ'ŽƵůĚŶĞƌ ?Ɛ ‘ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ůŽĐĂů ?ƚǇƉŽůŽŐŝĞƐ ?ǁĞ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƚŚĞ ‘ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇǁŽƌŬ ?ĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ
in by project managers as they attempt to creatively negotiate the tensions inherent in the role.  
Introduction 
dŚĞ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽůŝĨĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŶĞǁ  ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?
(Brint, 1994; Reed, 1996; Fincham, 2012) many of which are organising into collectives increasingly 
labelled ĂƐ ‘corporate professions ?. These corporate professions (Muzio et al, 2011;) comprise a mix of 
characteristics inherited from the traditional professions (Burrage and Torstendahl, 1990; Johnson, 
1972) such as knowledge-based enclosure and a commitment to public good, and contemporary 
characteristics such as proactive engagement with markets and an orientation towards 
commercialisation (Paton et al, 2013). Occupations emerging as sub-disciplines of management are 
particularly noteworthy in this regard, with many such as marketing (Enright, 2006), consulting (Sturdy, 
2011) and human resource management (Wright, 2008) having some success in achieving recognition 
and respect as an occupation while developing some form of professional self-organisation and 
autonomy. Corporate professions thus trade their knowledge assets while regulating and maintaining 
standards of practice but do so while working for or within the corporation (Muzio et al, 2011). In doing 
so, corporate professions are hybrid in nature (Noordegraaf, 2007) as they embody this tension 
between logics (Hodgson et al, in press).  
With a codified body of knowledge, increasingly influential professional bodies and growing 
recognition as a value-adding managerial specialism (Crawford et al, 2006; Morris, 1997), project 
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management is typical of these new corporate professions. This recent professionalization of project 
management (Hodgson, 2002; Paton, 2013) has resulted in a rapidly-expanding occupation populated 
by a growing number of practitioners where most have joined the profession later in their careers and 
where all are employed to manage project work that typically entails complex and multi-disciplinary 
technical work. As such, project managers find themselves forced to work within contexts 
characterised by a multiplicity of often contradictory pressures which simultaneously pull them in 
different directions (Beech et al, 2012) and where career mobility due to work patterns dominated by 
short-term assignments is common. dŚĞƌĞƐƵůƚ ŝŶƐƵĐŚĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐŝƐƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇŝŶƚĞŶƐĞ ‘ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇǁŽƌŬ ?
(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) as practitioners occupy a liminal position, between groups and competing 
demands, and seek to construct a coherent identity respected across communities.  
Our intention in this research is to explore the identity work engaged in by project managers, whereby 
they seek to reconcile the uncertainties inherent in their liminal position. This will be done by drawing 
on an extensive empirical study of project managers working within multi-national, project-oriented 
companies. The objective of this paper is therefore to explore, through an analysis of the alternative 
discourses played out within (and between) individual accounts of working identity, how project 
managers seek to construct identities that allow them to reconcile the inherent tensions brought by 
the liminal positions they find themselves in. 
This paper will proceed as follows; a summary of the literature on cosmopolitan and local identities is 
given before the project management profession is introduced and critically discussed in relation to 
liminality. Then an empirical examination of the identity work of project managers in three firms is 
presented through an analytical frame built around discourses of local and cosmopolitan orientation. 
Finally, conclusions are drawn on the implications of this for the project management profession and 
for our understanding of the pressures upon employees in similar liminal positions in organisations. 
Locals, Cosmopolitans and Liminality 
 “Identity work ? is described as the ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ  ‘ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŽƵƐůǇĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ ŝŶ ĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?
repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising the constructions that are productive of a precarious 
ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨĐŽŚĞƌĞŶĐĞĂŶĚĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ ? ?ůǀĞƐƐŽŶ ?tŝůůŵŽƚƚ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ) ?Much research in this area 
focuses upon organisational settings and the formation of ĂŶŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ?Ɛwork identity in this context. 
Here, discourses represent resources which can be employed to create workplace identities which may 
or may not comply with organizational goals. Clearly, the discourses that tie people to social structures 
are not freely chosen or autonomously created by individuals - rather, they are constituted and 
promoted, often strategically and collectively, by employers and also professional associations. They 
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are also inscribed in organisational career structures and cultural frameworks with the deliberate 
intention of regulating identity in organisations. Hence work identities are  “constituted within 
organizationally based discursive regimes which offer positions, or epistemological spaces, for 
ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐĂŶĚŐƌŽƵƉƐƚŽŽĐĐƵƉǇ ? ?ůĂƌŬĞ et al, 2009: 325). This approach therefore views work identity 
ĂƐďŽƚŚ “ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŽǀĞƌǁŚŝĐŚƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐƚĂŬĞƉůĂĐĞĂŶĚǁŝƚŚǁŚŝĐŚƐƚƌĂƚĂŐĞŵƐĂƌĞĂĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ ? ?:ĞŶŬŝŶƐ ?
1996, in Kuhn, 2006: 1340) and as a vital arena of struggle within the workplace. It is argued that the 
intensity and persistence of such struggles, and the identity work they necessitate, varies between 
organisational contexts, differing between relatively stable contexts and those marked by complexity, 
fragmentation and change (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). It can also be heightened in response to 
tensions that simultaneously pull people in two (or more) directions (Beech et al, 2012: 39).  
Identity work is thus particularly intensive for subjects deemed to exist in  “liminal ? positions (Tansley 
and Tietze, 2013). Liminality as a concept is originally associated with the anthropological writings of 
Van Gennep at the turn of the century (1960) examining 'rites of passage ? in rural societies, such as 
initiation or marriage rituals. In social science, it gained a new lease of lifĞĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐdƵƌŶĞƌ ?Ɛ ? ? ?69) 
articulation of three stages to the rite of passage; separation, liminality and incorporation. In this 
formulation, while separation serves to detach the individual from a particular role or activity, and 
incorporation serves to re-position the same individual in a new, stable and recognised role or status, 
ůŝŵŝŶĂůŝƚǇŽĨĨĞƌƐĂƵƐĞĨƵůĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞ “ƐŽĐŝĂůůŝŵďŽ ?ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐĞŶƚĞƌďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞƐĞƚǁŽƉŚĂƐĞƐ ?
,ĞŶĐĞ ‘ůŝŵŝŶĂů ?ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐĞŶĚƵƌĞ “ƚŚĞĂŵďŝŐƵŽƵƐĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ Ĩ ‘ďĞŝŶŐďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ? ?ĂƚƚŚĞůŝŵŝƚƐŽĨĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ
social structures and where new structures are emerging ? ?dĞŵƉĞƐƚĂŶĚ^ƚĂƌŬĞǇ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ), where 
normal rules, routines and institutions are suspended, unclear, contradictory or indeed entirely absent. 
This concept of liminality has been effectively deployed in studies of work to explore a wide range of 
subjects, including temporary workers (Garsten, 1999), consultants (Sturdy et al. 2006, 2009), 
professionals (Zabusky and Barley, 1997), creative workers (Beech et al, 2012) and workers in inter-
organizational networks (Ellis and Ybema, 2010). The ambiguity and implied instability of the liminal 
position is argued to be unsettling and disruptive to the individual and the community, but conversely 
it has been suggested that it can also provide potentially creative spaces for individuals (Garsten, 
1999). 
A key question in research around liminality relates to the persistence or permanency of the liminal 
state - or, for Borg, whether liminality is considered as a  ‘process ? or as a  ‘position ? or  ‘space ? ?ŽƌŐ ?
2014). Beech summarises this distinction as between liminality  “ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŽůŽŐŝĐĂů
sense to be a temporary transition through which identity is reconstructed ?ĂŶĚ ?Žƌ ůŝŵŝŶĂůŝƚǇ  “as a 
more longitudinal experience of ambiguity and in-between-ŶĞƐƐǁŝƚŚŝŶĂĐŚĂŶŐĞĨƵůĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ? ? ?ĞĞĐŚ ?
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2011: 288, emphasis added). For some, this latter notion of persistent or enduring liminality risks losing 
the essentially transitory nature of liminality in the original work. However, others contend that it is 
precisely this increasingly-common persistence of liminal spaces or positions (Garsten, 1999; Sturdy et 
al, 2006; Ellis and Ybema, 2010) which renders liminality such a potent concept for understanding the 
experience of temporary workers, contractors, consultants, expatriates and others. This work has 
rendered important insights into the implications of the stability or otherwise of liminality, while 
shedding light on the simultaneous attractiveness, discomfort and liberation implied by liminality (see, 
for example, Zabusky and Barley, 1997; Tempest and Starkey, 2004).  
An older, but related, debate on identity, belonging and boundaries might frame similar debates in 
terms of ƚŚĞůŽĐĂůŽƌĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐŝŶƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ?ƚƌĂĐŝŶŐďĂĐŬƚŽZŽďĞƌƚDĞƌƚŽŶ ?Ɛ
 “^ŽĐŝĂůdŚĞŽƌǇĂŶĚ^ŽĐŝĂů^ƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƚƐĞůĨĚƌĂǁƐŽŶdŽŶŶŝĞƐ ?ŵƵĐŚĞĂƌůŝĞƌĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ
between Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft. Akin to discussions on liminality, research on this theme 
addresses the conflicting pressures on identity formation across contexts. For the field of organisation 
ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ?ŝƚŝƐDĞƌƚŽŶ ?ƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚůǀŝŶ'ŽƵůĚŶĞƌǁŚŽŝƐŵŽƐƚƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇĐŝƚĞĚŽŶƚhe theme of localism and 
cosmopolitanism. Gouldner (1957) develops this concept more fully in an organisational setting, 
differentiating cosmopolitan and local latent identities among college employees; cosmopolitans, he 
ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ?ĂƌĞ “ůŽǁŽŶůŽǇĂůƚǇƚŽƚŚe employing organization, high on commitment to specialized role 
ƐŬŝůůƐ ?ĂŶĚůŝŬĞůǇƚŽƵƐĞĂŶŽƵƚĞƌƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞŐƌŽƵƉŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?ǁŚŝůĞůŽĐĂůƐĂƌĞƚŚĞŝŶǀĞƌƐĞ ? “ŚŝŐŚŽŶ
loyalty to the employing organization, low on commitment to specialized role skills, and likely to use 
ĂŶŝŶŶĞƌƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞŐƌŽƵƉŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?'ŽƵůĚŶĞƌ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ) ? 
/ŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚůǇĨŽƌ'ŽƵůĚŶĞƌ ?ĂŬĞǇŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚŝƐƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚŝƐŚŽǁŝƚŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ “ƚŚĞƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƐďĞƚǁĞĞŶ
ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ?Ɛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ĨŽƌ ůŽǇĂůƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ ? ?'ŽƵůĚŶĞƌ ?  ? ? ?8: 466) and resulting 
occupational conflicts. Shepard develops this argument, differentiating cosmopolitan and local 
orientations among Z ?ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝƐƚƐĂƐĨŽůůŽǁƐ ? “dŚĞĨŽƌŵĞƌĂƌĞŽƌŝĞŶƚĞĚƚŽǁĂƌĚƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĂƐŵĞŵďĞƌƐ
of their profession, and their interest in the company is limited to its adequacy as a provider of facilities 
for them to pursue their professional work. Since they are productive, they may be valuable to the 
company, but such value is an almost accidental by-product of their work. The locals are good company 
ŵĞŶ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞŝƌŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝƐ ůŝŬĞůǇƚŽďĞůĞƐƐŝŶƚŚĞŝƌǁŽƌŬƚŚĂŶŝŶƚŚĞŝƌĂĚǀĂŶĐĞŵĞŶƚŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ ?
(1956: 298). Certain authors articulate this suspicion of the cosmopolitan further, such as Raelin (1986) 
ǁŚŽ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ  “ƚŚĞ ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶ-tyƉĞ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů  ? ? ) ŝƐ Ăƚ ŐƌĞĂƚ ƌŝƐŬ ŽĨ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ŝŶ
ĚĞǀŝĂŶƚ ?ĂĚĂƉƚŝǀĞ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ  ?ǁŝƚŚ ) ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ĚĞůĞƚĞƌŝŽƵƐ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽŶ ǁŽƌŬĨŽƌĐĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ?  ? ? ? ? ? P
1126), and prescribes techniques to accommodate such valuable but untrustworthy cosmopolitan 
professionals in organisational settings.  
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More recently, a more celebratory discourse around cosmopolitanism has predominated management 
ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ?ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĞĚďǇ<ĂŶƚĞƌ ?ƐĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞ  ‘ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶ ?1  “ĨŽƌǁŚŽŵĂ
global network of industry-specifiĐ Žƌ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ƐƵƉƉůĂŶƚƐ  ‘ůŽĐĂů ?
ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ? ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ) ?ŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶƐĂƌĞ ?ŝŶ<ĂŶƚĞƌ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐ ? ‘ƐƵƉ ĂůŽĐĂů ? ? “dŚĞƌĞĂƌĞƚǁŽĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐŽĨ
ƚŚŝƐ P ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ  ‘ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶƐ ? ƚŽ  ‘ƚƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚ ? ƉůĂĐĞ ? ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉŽƐƐĞƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ  ‘ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ ? Žƌ
 ‘ƉŽƌƚĂďůĞƐŬŝůůƐ ? ? ?,ĂůƐĂůů ? ? ? ? ? P^ ? ? ? ) ?<ĂŶƚĞƌĞƋƵĂƚĞƐƚŚŝƐ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶŐǁŝƚŚĐŚŽŝĐĞĂŶĚŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ
ŽĨƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ?ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝŶŐƚŚŝƐŝŶƚƌŝƵŵƉŚĂŶƚƚĞƌŵƐ ? “>ŽĐĂůŶĂƚŝǀŝƐƚƐǀĂůƵĞůŽǇĂůƚŝĞƐŽǀĞƌĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ?ƉƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐ
to preserve distinctions and protect their own group. Cosmopolitans characteristically try to break 
through barriers and overcome limits; nativists characteristically try to preserve and even erect new 
ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ ?ŵŽƐƚŽĨƚĞŶƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůŵĞĂŶƐ ? ?<ĂŶƚĞƌ ? ? ? ? ? P   W24). Here, then, the cosmopolitan is 
heroic; broad-minded, externally networked, unshackled by trivial local politics and informed by a 
higher set of values and universalisable knowledge. Similarly positive, if less celebratory, accounts can 
be found in ĂďƵƐŬǇĂŶĚĂƌůĞǇ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? )study of industrial scientists, which highlights the ability of 
certain scientists to act as translators and negotiators between employer and scientific community 
thanks to their cosmopolitan orientation.  
Below we explore what relevance notions of local and cosmopolitan orientation might have for 
debates on liminality focusing on the identity work and discursive position of the contemporary project 
manager.  
Project Manager as Liminar 
With the emergence of project management as an established occupation in the last 50 years, and the 
increased reliance of modern organisations on projectified work, the project manager has recently 
come to represent a relatively legitimate organisational position, affording a - perhaps precarious - 
level of meaning and security to those adopting this position. 
The emergence of project management as a distinct role and occupation in the mid-Twentieth century 
owes much to technological advances in the 1940s/50s in engineering and construction (Morris, 1997), 
which led to the estaďůŝƐŚŵĞŶƚŽĨƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐŝŶǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ‘ŵĞŐĂƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ?ŝŶƚŚĞh^ ?,ƵŐŚĞƐ ?
1998). In much of the latter half of the last century, the field was dominated by engineering, in 
particular the defence industry, construction and latterly IS/IT. Since then, the tools, techniques and 
principles of project management have been widely promoted as a vital capability in all uncertain and 
knowledge-intensive business environments, leading to increasing adoption of project management 
methodologies in new sectors, its employment as part of business change interventions, as well as 
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benefiting from New Public Management and the increased public sector reliance upon fixed-term 
public-private partnerships and targeted funding (Hodgson, 2002; Cicmil et al, 2009). The late 20th 
century saw collective efforts to establish some form of professional status for the occupation through 
the formation of professional associations in the USA, UK and elsewhere (Hodgson and Muzio, 2011), 
the largest of which is the US-based Project Management Institute (PMI) and, in the UK, the Association 
for Project Management (APM). One distinguishing feature of project management is the effectiveness 
ǁŝƚŚǁŚŝĐŚǀĂƌŝŽƵƐƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶƐŚĂǀĞŵĂŶĂŐĞĚƚŽĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚ ‘ŽĚŝĞƐŽĨ<ŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?ǁŚŝĐŚ
cůĂŝŵƚŽƌĞĨůĞĐƚ  “ƚŚĞŽŶƚŽůŽŐǇŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞƐĞƚŽĨǁŽƌĚƐ ?ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐĂŶĚŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚ
ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƚŚĞƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇŽĨƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ? ?DŽƌƌŝƐĞƚĂů ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ) ?ƐŚŽƌŝŶŐƵƉƚŚĞŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶƐ
sense of a distinctive identity. Project management combines managerial and technical 
responsibilities, drawing on a proprietary body of knowledge and associated practitioner 
methodologies to plan, monitor and coordinate projects in a range of sectors.  
Project managers are largely employed within large organisations, where they help to realise the 
objectives of their employers, with only a minority serving such organisations from independent and 
relatively small consultancies (Morris, 1997; Zwerman and Thomas, 2001). Project management 
represents both a work identity and, increasingly, a professional identity. The former locates the 
project manager in an organisation, with a recognised job role subject to the demands of an employer, 
while the latter locates the project manager within a broader occupational community of practice, not 
tied to their employer or occupational position at a particular point in time. Construction of a 
professional identity, above and beyond a work identity, may often offer a route for career progression 
and enhanced status/rewards, but equally importantly, it offers a source of validation which is not 
directly dependent upon the employer or the bureaucratic structure within which an individual 
operates. That said, embracing a professional identity may enmesh an individual within a more 
complex disciplinary technology (Fournier, 1999) under the appearance of agency and personal 
development.  
Given this position and status, project managers ŵĂǇďĞĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚĂƐ ‘ůŝŵŝŶĂů ?ŝŶtwo significant wasy 
(Tempest and Starkey, 2004; Watson, 2009; Borg, 2014). Firstly, liminality may refer to 
occupational/organisation ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ? <ŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ  ‘ĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚĂů ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶ ? ? ƉƌŽũĞĐt management is 
rarely an occupation of first choice (at least historically). Rather it is a job role and later, for some, a 
professional identity developed in mid- or late-career. Historically, this has been a standard career path 
for technical specialists such as engineers (Hodgson, Paton and Cicmil, 2011), but increasingly the 
project management role offers a route into management across almost all industries (Clegg and 
Courpasson, 2004). However this route to management does not provide a clean break from the 
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responsibilities and activities of the previous role. Often, for the project manager, the work engaged 
in changes little as project-based responsibilities simply supplement existing technical responsibilities. 
Even where greater role separation is afforded, the nature of project-based work often requires 
significant involvement in detailed technical tasks which for many project managers is a return to their 
previous technical profession.   
Secondly, liminality may refer to the tensions surfaced in discussions of the new corporate profession 
itself (Muzio et al, 2011; Paton et al, 2013) where loyalty to the profession, and its assurance through 
knowledge enclosure and affiliation with the wider community of practice, is in conflict with loyalty to 
the employing company and the need to practice within, and add value to, a particular business. The 
former offers the  ‘cosmopolitan ? project manager a form of existential security detached from the 
vicissitudes and disruptions of project-based organisational life by positioning the subject within the 
professional rather than organisational field. The ůĂƚƚĞƌ ŽĨĨĞƌƐ ƚŚĞ  ‘ůŽĐĂů ? ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ Ă ŵŽƌĞ
familiar environment where historical relationships and knowledge carried over from the previous 
technical professions are valued, and offers the employer a worker who is loyal and/or tied to the local 
context and organisational career structures.  
dŚĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ ŝƐ ƚŚƵƐ  ‘ƚwice-ůŝŵŝŶĂů ? ? ĨŝƌƐƚ ? ĐĂƵŐŚƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ between identification as a 
cosmopolitan and as a locally oriented professional; and second, caught in the transition between 
technical professional and managerial professional. WƌŽũĞĐƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ ƚŚƵƐ ĨƵůĨŝů ŽƌŐ ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ? ? ) ƚǁŽ
criteria for liminality; existing in conditions of both transience and structural ambiguity. Our interest 
here is to explore the identity work of project managers, defining the ways in which ĂĐƚŽƌƐ ?work to 
create a coherent sense of self in response to the conflicting scripts, roles, and subject positions 
encountered. In doing so, we hope to shed some light on the persistence of liminality and the impact 
of this on those occupying liminal positions in contemporary corporate professions. 
Methodology 
This research is qualitative in nature, using semi-structured interviews with a broad sample of project 
managers working across a range of organisations in the UK defence industry. Fieldwork took place in 
2010-11 within three of the largest defence/engineering companies, which here have been called 
 ‘ZĂĚĂƌŽ ? ? ‘ĞĨĞŶĐĞŽ ?ĂŶĚ ‘DĂƌŝŶĞŽ ? ?ZĂĚĂƌŽŝƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ƐůĂƌŐĞƐƚĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐĚĞƐŝŐŶŝŶŐĂŶĚ
producing radars; DefenceCo operates in all defence markets, land, sea and air, producing a variety of 
electro mechanical systems, products and platforms; MarineCo operates primarily in the warship and 
submarine construction and maintenance business. All three companies utilise project management 
as one of their prime organising methodologies. Although specific job titles varies, all interviewees 
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were permanent project managers (not secondees or temporary holders of project management 
responsibilities) of varying seniority and levels of experience. In all, 39 project managers were 
interviewed, chosen to include a cross-section of ages (from 24 to 63 years), levels of experience (from 
1 to 35 years) and grades of seniority (from first role to project director). Table 1 provides further 
details. 
Table 1  W Characteristics of interviewed project managers 
SEX M F 
 35 4 
 
MEMBER OF 
PROFESSIONAL BODY 
YES NO 
 14 25 
 
AGE 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 >60 
 1 10 17 9 2 
 
YEARS OF PM 
EXPERIENCE 
<5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 >25 
 10 10 11 3 4 1 
 
GRADE OF SENIORITY PROJECT/PROGRAM 
MANAGER 
SENIOR P/PM PROJECT/PROGRAM 
 DIRECTOR 
 21 15 3 
 
Semi-structured interviews were used to provide flexible and detailed accounts through the joint 
ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨŵĞĂŶŝŶŐŝŶĂƐŽĐŝĂůĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ ?ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ,ŽůƐƚĞŝŶĂŶĚ'ƵďƌŝƵŵ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? )ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨƚŚĞ
 ‘ĂĐƚŝǀĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ? ?Through active interviewing, our aim was not to extract information or views from 
a passive subject but to stimulate active narrative production, intentionally provoking interviewees to 
articulate and reflect upon their position. In addition, following Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003), we 
approached the interviews not as a simple reporting of opinions and attitudes, but instead as a social 
encounter which provokes, explores and challenges identity construction. The research questions for 
these interviews were derived from a review of literature on project management, professionalization 
and identity work. The interview schedule focused on the following broad themes; career and identity 
( “tŚĞŶ ?ǁŚǇ ĚŝĚ ǇŽƵ ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ ? ?); project management knowledge and practice 
( “tŚĂƚŵĂŬĞƐĂŶĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ ? ?); the status/credibility of project management ( “,ŽǁŝƐ
project management regarded by your colleagues and peers ? ?); and the employing context of project 
ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ? “,ŽǁĚŽĞƐƚŚĞŶĂƚƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶĞĨĨĞĐƚƚŚĞǁĂǇǇŽƵĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚǇŽƵƌƌŽůĞ ? ? ).
Interviews followed a standard protocol generated by researchers, lasted between 30 minutes and 2 
hours and were digitally recorded, then transcribed, anonymised and collated. Data analysis was an 
iterative process using NVivo software, whereby axial and selective coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) 
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was conducted in sequence, before categories were examined for discursive coherence. Core themes 
such as local and cosmopolitan orientation emerged from the analysis itself and were not used in 
advance to inform the interview schedule. Two coders jointly analysed the transcripts through an open 
coding strategy, and through axial coding, categories were created to group coded data. We then 
returned to the interviews to analyse how these discursive positions were presented in individual 
accounts of identity and practice. 
Analysis 
A number of key themes emerged from the research interviews on project manager identity and 
practice, which we have grouped under two broad categories; first, community membership, 
contrasting the value of participation in wider communities of practice with the value of contextual 
knowledge and local relationships; and secondly, knowledge and skills, relating to the transferability 
of PM knowledge and practices, the value of training versus experience, and the importance of 
strategic vision versus operational effectiveness. Below, we summarise each of these categories. 
Community Membership 
Several PMs interviewed, predominantly the younger PMs, were very active in the professional body 
(here, the APM), believing that the profession and the transferable skills it offered represented a 
vehicle for career progression. 
 ‘/ĨŽůůŽǁƚŚĞWDĐůŽƐĞůǇ ?/ ?ŵĂŵĞŵďĞƌŽĨƚŚĞWD ?ĞƚĐ ?/ ?ŵŬĞĞŶƚŽŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƚŚĂƚĂŶĚ
continue that to establish a career path for people, a profession in its own right that has 
ƚƌĂŶƐĨĞƌĂďůĞƐŬŝůůƐŶŽŵĂƚƚĞƌǁŚĂƚƐĞĐƚŽƌǇŽƵ ?ƌĞŝŶ ? ?
Project Manager, RadarCo. 
This was taken further by some relating the progress of the profession with their own career success. 
This PM cites the pursuit of a Royal Charter for the APM as a proxy which would increase the cachet of 
the profession and therefore individual PMs improving their standing in relation to those of the other 
more established professions. 
 ‘/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ZŽǇĂůŚĂƌƚĞƌƐŚŝƉŽĨƚŚĞWD ?ǁŝůůďĞĂǀĞƌǇŐŽŽĚƚŚŝŶŐďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞŶ/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ
would give that final stamp, you know, to be a chartered project manager is, you know, 
you can stand alongside a chartered accountant or a chartered engineer... and it 
recognises that project management has a distinctly different set of skills than the other 
ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ? ? 
Project Manager, RadarCo. 
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This belief in recognising the importance of the occupation and increasing its standing amongst other 
occupations was a recurring theme, indicating a cosmopolitan orientation (with some project 
managers attempting to gain status through the profession).  
This, however, was countered by the views of others who indicated a more local orientation, some still 
reverting to their previous occupations and claiming that their association with the company rather 
than the profession of project management were important. In our sample, three quarters of project 
managers interviewed were not members of any professional association, and several, especially older 
and longer-serving staff, appeared uncertain about the value of professionalism, or of affiliation with 
a professional body. One statement made by an experienced project manager in relation to the APM 
typified a widely-held view;  
 ‘/ ?ŵŶŽƚƚŚĂƚƐƵƌĞǁŚĂƚ(the professional association) are all about. What are they doing? 
What are they saying? What ĂƌĞƚŚĞǇŐŝǀŝŶŐŵĞƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŐŽŝŶŐƚŽŵĂŬĞŵĞďĞƚƚĞƌ? What 
am I ŐŽŝŶŐƚŽůĞĂƌŶ ? ? 
Programme Manager, RadarCo. 
These PMs searched for opportunities to prove their familiarity with the more detailed and technical 
aspects of the projects they managed. 
 ‘dŚĞǁĂǇ/ƌƵŶŵǇƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ?/ ?ŵŚĂŶĚƐŽŶ ?zŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞƌƐĂŶĚƚŚĂƚ, when they go onto 
ƐŝƚĞ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ǁĞ ǁŽƌŬ ŚĞƌĞ ? ďĂƐŝĐĂůůǇ ? ǁĞ ?ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ ĐŚĂƐĞ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞƌƐ ƵƉ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ŽƵƌ
projects to the point that ... you understand? And, my way of approach is I go with them 
ĚŽǁŶŽŶƐŝƚĞĂŶĚ/ ?ůůƐĂǇ “ǁŚĂƚ ?ƐƚŚĞƉƌŽďůĞŵǁŝƚŚƚŚĂƚ ? ?ĂŶĚI try and work with them to 
ŐĞƚƚŚĞĚĞƐŝŐŶŽƵƚƋƵŝĐŬĞƌ ? ? 
Project Manager, MarineCo. 
For others, effectiveness as a PM is firmly and inevitably grounded in strong personal affiliations 
developed over a long period in the local context. 
 ‘/ƚ ?ƐďĂƐĞĚŽŶŬŶŽǁŝŶŐƚŚĞŐƵǇƐ ?/ƚ ?ƐďĂƐĞĚŽŶǁŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŐƵǇƐĨŽƌǇĞĂƌƐ ?zŽƵďƵŝůĚ
ƵƉƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ?ƐŽŵĞŐŽŽĚ ?ƐŽŵĞďĂĚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŚŽǁǇŽƵŐĞƚǁŽƌŬĚŽŶĞ ? ^Ž ?ŝƚ ?ƐŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ
to know who to go to and them giving you enough respect and doing it because they know 
ǇŽƵ ? ? 
Project Manager, MarineCo. 
Those PMs who prioritised their association with the company over their association with the 
professional group also sought alignments with others in their previous occupation. Another PM who 
had worked as a design engineer claimed: 
 ‘/ ?ŵŵŽƌĞĐůŽƐĞůǇĂůŝŐŶĞĚƚŽŵǇƚĞĂŵƚŚĂŶƚŽƚŚĞŐƌŽƵƉŽĨƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ ?^ ƚƌĂŶŐĞůǇ/ ?ŵ
still aligned to the engineering team. I recognise them as a group. ? 
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Project Manager, RadarCo. 
While these PMs did not fully reject the professional project management group they tended to view 
it in a more limited way seeing it as an organisational occupation: something that existed as an in-
company role rather than as a wider community of practice. Some PMs hinted at a more acute form 
of this localism only recognising the occupation as something that is internally constructed by the 
company. The following statement was typical of this type of PM. 
 ‘tĞĚŽŚĂǀĞĂWDĐŽƵŶĐŝůŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůůǇďƵƚŽƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶƚŚĂƚ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚĂƚƚĂĐŚŵǇƐĞůĨƚŽĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ
else. 
Program Manager, RadarCo. 
This association purely with the in-company PM community itself indicates a strong local orientation 
as this PM sees the occupation as company-bounded: if the company does not provide anything there 
is no intention to look outside for larger referent groups. 
This evidence highlights two identifiable discourses in play; the cosmopolitan, prioritising the external 
in the form of the profession over the internal in the form of the immediate work place; second, the 
local, prioritising organisational community, knowledge and priorities over external. However, further 
analysis indicated situations where these contrasting discourses were reconciled in practice, where it 
was claimed that it was only possible to deliver on local commitments through learning from extra-
organisational experience, through professional events or through changing employers. So, for 
example, further investigation into career progression revealed that all three companies had, over the 
last few years, adopted a career structure that was reflective of the APM occupational structure and 
two companies had gone as far as having their career structure accredited by the APM (see Paton et 
al, 2011, for details).  
 ‘tĞůů ?ŝƚ ?ƐďĞĞŶŵĂĚĞƋƵŝƚĞĐůĞĂƌ ?ĨŽƌĐĂƌĞĞƌƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝŽŶŝƚ ?Ɛ quite important to have (APM 
ŵĞŵďĞƌƐŚŝƉ ?ĂĐĐƌĞĚŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?/ǁĂƐƚŽůĚĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƐƚĂƌƚ ? ? 
Project Engineer, MarineCo. 
The consequence of this interpenetration of corporate and professional agendas was a position both 
promoted by the employer and adopted by some project managers which implicitly combines the local 
with the cosmopolitan  W the decision to participate in external, professional communities in order to 
comply with the local demands of the employer which emphasise the importance of affiliation with 
the professional body as a route to organisational career progression. 
Collectively, a great diversity of positions were articulated in this regard, manifesting itself in terms of 
their relationship with technical workers and with the employing organisation itself.  
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Knowledge and skills. 
Moving beyond the more general discourses around professional or company affiliation, the key 
differentiator between the cosmopolitan and local views tended to be the discourses around 
professional knowledge and skills. 
Some project managers were adamant their professional skills and knowledge are universal. 
 ‘zĞƐ ?ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞůǇƚƌĂŶƐĨĞƌĂďůĞ ?ŝƚ ?ƐĂůůĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐŽĨƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚĂŶĚƚŚĞ
ƐŽĨƚ ƐŬŝůůƐǁĞ ?ǀĞ ƚĂůŬĞĚĂďŽƵƚĂŶĚǇŽƵĐĂŶĂƉƉůǇ ƚŚŽƐĞĂŶǇǁŚĞƌĞ ? / ?ǀĞŵŽǀĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ the 
ĂƵƚŽŵŽƚŝǀĞ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂĞƌŽƐƉĂĐĞ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ ? ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨĞŶĐĞ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ ? / ?ŵ ƵƐŝŶŐ ǀĞƌǇ
ƐŝŵŝůĂƌƐŬŝůůƐĂůůƚŚĞǁĂǇƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƌĞ ? ? 
Project Manager, DefenceCo. 
Interestingly this is a view that seems to have gained a considerable degree of corporate support as 
another senior PM noted in relation to the recruitment policy of his company; 
 ‘tĞ ?ǀĞƐƚŽƉƉĞĚũƵƐƚƌĞĐƌƵŝƚŝŶŐƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐĨƌŽŵƉĞŽƉůĞǁŝƚŚƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůƋƵĂůŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ
and we now recruit graduates into the project management graduate training scheme 
ǁŚŽƐŚŽǁƚĂůĞŶƚĨŽƌƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?^Ž ?ǁĞ ?ǀĞŐŽƚƐŽŵĞƉĞŽƉůĞŝŶŽƵƌƐĐŚĞŵĞǁŝƚŚ
some very strange backgrounds... one of our best project managers has a degree in 
ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞďŝŽůŽŐǇ ?/ƚ ?ƐŶŽƚŶĂƚƵƌĂůĨŽƌĂƐŚŝƉďƵŝůĚĞƌ- but actually she does extremely 
ǁĞůů ? ? 
Senior Project Manager, MarineCo. 
However this cosmopolitan orientation was rejected by other PMs who prioritised their in-company 
knowledge over there PM skills and this view tended to be explicated in two ways. A substantial 
minority expressed an emphatic rejection of the notion of project management as a transferrable, and 
something which can be taught and accredited; 
/ĚŽŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬ(project management) is ĂƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ ?/ŽďũĞĐƚŚƵŐĞůǇƚŽƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐĂ
ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞĂŶĚǁŚĂƚ / ?ŵƐĞĞŝŶŐŵŽƌĞĂnd more (here) is there are more and more bits of 
paper needed because project management says you must have all these bits of paper but 
ƚŚĞǇĂĐƚƵĂůůǇĂƌĞŶ ?ƚŚĞůƉŝŶŐƚŚĞũŽďĂƚĂůů ?ŝƚũƵƐƚƚĂŬĞƐƵƉŵŽƌĞĂŶĚŵŽƌĞŽĨŵǇƚŝŵĞ ? 
Project Manager, MarineCo. 
Unpacking this argument, there were largely two defences of this position. First, many PMs spoke of 
the importance of their domain knowledge in relation to product or technology; 
ĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ ?ŵǁŽƌŬŝŶŐŝŶĂĚĞĨĞŶĐĞĂŶĚĞŶŐŝŶĞĞƌŝŶŐĚƌŝǀĞŶĐŽŵƉĂŶǇǇŽƵŶĞĞĚƚŚĂƚŬŝŶd of 
link and you need to know the engineering side of stuff. So, having the engineering 
background really helps working in an engineering company. 
Project Manager, DefenceCo. 
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Others made it clear that wider experience of the industry and sometimes of their immediate 
environment such as their in-company network of contacts was the important factor. 
So, regardless, of how experienced the project manager was, or how clever, or how much 
ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ŚĞ ?Ě ŚĂĚ ? ƚŚĞ ĚŽŵĂŝŶ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ ƐĞctor is 
ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ?ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐũƵƐƚŶŽŐŽŝŶŐĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵƚŚĂƚ ? 
Project Manager, MarineCo. 
Between these extremes, various interviewees developed a number of positions attempting to 
combine both of these views, or to develop a cogent middle ground. So for instance, it was argued: 
 ?/ƚ ?Ɛ ?a technical construction world which ǁĞ ?ƌĞŝŶ, I think you really need some sort of 
ĐŝǀŝůĞŶŐŝŶĞĞƌŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐŽƚŚĂƚǇŽƵŬŶŽǁǁŚĂƚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬ ?
though, in project management, generally, you could put a project manager into the likes 
ŽĨŵĞŶƚĂůŚĞĂůƚŚ ?ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐĐůŝŶŝĐƐĂŶĚƚŚŝŶŐƐůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ ?ŽƌĐĞƌƚĂŝŶĂƌĞĂƐĂŶĚŝƚ ?ƐĂůůďĂƐŝĐĂůůǇ
the same and the setup is the same and the way they go about how you should, where 
you start and where you finish, sort of thing, ĂŶĚǁŚĂƚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞůŽŽŬŝŶŐĂƚŝŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ?Ƶƚ ?
I think, answering your question, on this particular job I think you do need ? that technical 
background. 
Project Manager, DefenceCo. 
Another highlighted that regardless of previous experience PMs could become effective in any industry 
as long as they had the correct basics in project management and: 
 ?ĂƐůŽŶŐĂƐƚŚĂƚƉĞƌƐŽŶĐŽŵŝŶŐŝŶŝƐĂůƐŽŐŝǀĞŶƐŽŵĞŐƵŝĚĂŶĐĞĂŶĚƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĂďŽƵƚ ?ĚŽŵĂŝŶ
based knowledge such as) the contract framework of the customer and the product 
knowledge. 
Project Manager, MarineCo. 
Another PM highlights the transferability of project management skill but offers the caveat that 
technical aspects of each industry are also important, and thus limits the universalisability of their 
experience and knowledge: 
I think there are a number of skills which I have which are completely transferable. I think, 
in theory, a project manager can work in any industry, that the basis of project 
management is the same. However, obviously, there are technical skills which are specific 
to each industry. So, for example, if I was to leave defence and aerospace to construction, 
ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ŝƚ ?ƐŚŝŐŚůǇůŝŬĞůǇ/ǁŽƵůĚĞŝƚŚĞƌŚĂǀĞƚŽĂŬĞĂƐŝĚĞƐƚĞƉŽƌĂƐůŝŐŚƚƐƚĞƉĚŽǁŶ
because in terms of knowledge and of that particulaƌŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ/ǁŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞƚŚĞůĞǀĞů ? 
Project Manager, DefenceCo. 
In each case, the position adopted reflects both their conception of their own identity as project 
manager and how they position this with regard to the boundary between the technical specialism and 
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the broader managerial/professional community to which they affiliate, with implications on how they 
conceive of and deliver their role. What is striking, then, is the breadth of positions adopted within 
what is implicitly the same role, and the resultant tensions and conflicts between fellow project 
managers themselves. 
 
Discussion 
As noted above ǁŽƌŬ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ŝƐ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ  “ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ ƌĞŐŝŵĞƐǁŚŝĐŚ ŽĨĨĞƌ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ? Žƌ
ĞƉŝƐƚĞŵŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƐƉĂĐĞƐ ? ĨŽƌ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ĂŶĚ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ƚŽ ŽĐƵƉǇ ?  ?ůĂƌŬĞ Ğƚ Ăů ?  ? ? ? ? P  ? ? ? ) ? ŽĨƚĞŶ ŝŶ Ă
reflexive and creative manner. Emerging from the analysis, we locate two competing discourses which 
define the project management role, responsibility, knowledge domain and status in distinctively 
different ways. 
One discourse, strongly related to the cosmopolitan identity, sees project management as a completely 
transferable professional system of knowledge and practice, based on a universal and transferable 
body of knowledge detached from contextual contingencies such as specific technical expertise of 
product and technology or domain knowledge specific to the employing organisation. The 
cosmopolitan identity sees local knowledge of industry, product or employing organisation as easily 
acquired and of marginal importance. Here project managers are free agents; the currency which 
facilitates transfer between jobs across industries is their transferable professional skills.  
Another discourse that is strongly related to the local identity sees project management as 
fundamentally an extension of a technical (engineering) role, which prioritises extensive knowledge of 
the product and technology, and domain knowledge of the organisational culture and industry. Here, 
project management is seen to provide, at best, some simple and relatively straightforward tools and 
techniques which must be evaluated for relevance and in all likelihood adapted to local organisational 
context. Due to this reliance on local knowledge the transferability of project management practice is 
seen as limited. Here project managers are captive; their value only appreciated within the domain of 
the employing company.  
Table 1  W Local and Cosmopolitan Discourses 
 Cosmopolitan Identity Local Identity 
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Community Membership 
External professional context  
vs  
internal company context 
High commitment to professional 
group due to value of professional 
status. 
Low commitment to professional 
group due to priority placed on 
company and contextual 
knowledge 
Role Skills 
Transferable skill/knowledge  
vs  
specific in-company/domain 
knowledge 
High emphasis placed on role 
skills due to the value they add to 
transferability 
Low emphasis placed on role skills 
due to value placed on in-
company/industry domain 
knowledge. 
High value placed on external 
training academic qualifications 
due to their value as an aid to 
career mobility 
Low value placed on external 
training due to emphasis on in-
company process/product training 
and experience as valued by the 
company 
High tendency towards a strategic 
orientation in execution of role 
due to emphasis on career 
progressions 
Low tendency towards a strategic 
orientation; tendency to become 
engaged in the detail of the task. 
 
Table 1 illustrates the key features of these identities. Both positions involve processes of dis-
identification as well as identification, which reflect and reveal tensions between these two discursive 
positions. The cosmopolitan discourse sees local knowledge as easily acquired, of marginal importance 
and, in extreme cases, as detrimental ĂƐ ‘ůŽĐĂůŝƐƚ ?ƉƌŽũĞĐƚŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐǁŚŽ ‘ĐĂŶŶŽƚƐĞĞƚŚĞďŝŐŐĞƌƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ ?
are  ‘dragged-into-the-details ? ?ĂĚĚŝŶŐůŝƚƚůĞŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶƚhe other technical specialists on the team. This 
bears some resemblance to previous work such Sveningsson and Larsson (2006) where the technical 
role serves as an  ‘ĂŶƚŝ- ĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ?which aspiring managers must vehemently reject in order to reinvent 
themselves as a project manager  W with strong resonances with the Carroll and Levy ?Ɛ  “technical 
identity that plays anti-ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇƚŽĂƉƌŽŽƌĚĞƐŝƌĞĚŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇŽĨůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ). At the same time, 
clearly, similar processes of dis-identification can be found within the localist discourse, which typically 
dismisses, or at least queries, the practical relevance of abstract knowledge and formal training. Here 
membership of wider communities of practice is seen as at best an irrelevant distraction which any 
serious project manager would be too busy to waste time with, or at worst, a reflection of careerism 
which can almost be construed as disloyalty to the employing company. 
Rather than a simple identification of a typology ŽĨ ‘ůŽĐĂůƐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶƐ ? ?however, the empirical 
analysis reveals a widely-held liminal position where project managers attempt in different ways to 
either negotiate the tension between these discourses, or to integrate them in distinctive ways. In 
every one of the interviews, even iŶƚŚĞŵŽƐƚĞǆƚƌĞŵĞ ‘ůŽĐĂůŝƐƚ ?Žƌ ‘ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶ ?ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ ?we found 
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articulations of both local and cosmopolitan discourses such as defences of local knowledge alongside 
recognition of the importance of a broader community of practice, or celebrations of the importance 
of detached strategic thinking alongside dismissals of a notion of project management profession.  
On further analysis it becomes apparent that ƚŚŝƐ  ‘ĨŝƌƐƚ ? ůŝŵŝŶĂůƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ, locating project managers 
between the profession and the employing organisation, is co-created ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ? ůŝŵŝŶĂů
position. This second liminal position characterises the space where project managers exist in the 
transition between the careers of technical specialist and management professional. Local project 
managers who find it difficult to let go of their previous technical role and fail to fully embrace the new 
managerial role find this failure exacerbated by the need to return often to their technical expertise 
and community of relationships to help them discharge their managerial responsibilities. 
TŚŝƐŵĂǇďĞƐĞĞŶĂƐĂŶŽƌŵĂůƚƌĂŶƐŝƚŝŽŶĂůƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?ĂƐŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ‘ƵŶůĞĂƌŶ ?ƚŚĞŝƌƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůƐƉĞĐŝĂůŝƐƚƌŽůĞ
and acquire a new managerial role, one would expect to see both the dis-identification of aspects of 
prior identity and identification with new values in the process of self-reinvention. In a minority of 
cases, this process of reinvention is evident in the accounts provided, such as the PM who describes 
the new confidence offered by a project management qualification enabling him to act with authority 
when dealing with project specialists outside of his technical domain. However, the fact that all project 
managers, regardless of length of service or seniority, deployed to different degrees both local and 
cosmopolitan discourses challenges the argument that this discursive liminality can be explained as a 
transitional state. While transition between careers, and in this case up the managerial ladder, would 
usually indicate a state of temporary transition this case of project management indicates a longer-
term state where the managerial role relies on the previous technical role in a much more permanent 
way. 
Tracing these discourses of localism and cosmopolitanism reveals how subjects continually 
 “ŵĂŶŽĞƵǀƌĞŝŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ?ĂĐĐĞƉƚŝŶŐ ?ďůĞŶĚŝŶŐĂŶĚƐƵďǀĞƌƚŝŶŐƚŚĞŵ ? ? ?ƌŽǁŶand Lewis, 
2011, 874). The notion of hybrid or meta-identities (Gotsi et al, 2010; Bain, 2005) has been proposed 
as a means by which individuals and groups attempt to reconcile conflicting demands, combining 
 “ŵƵƚƵĂůůǇĂŶƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚŝĐƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐŝŶƚŚĞĂƵƚŚŽƌŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞƐĞůĨ ? ?ĞĞĐŚĞƚĂů ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ) - such as the need 
to be both creative and commercial or both professional and managerial. Here, we find subjects 
combining discursive logics and eliding differences between local and cosmopolitan rationales, as in 
the case of the managers joining the professional body to comply with pressure applied by their 
employer, or the caveats attached to the transferability of project management knowledge as in the 
case of the manager interviewed who argues that their project management knowledge would readily 
translate to other sectors, but rejects the possibility that project managers from other sectors could 
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adapt to his own job. In the process of blending discourses, we do not see such individuals as escaping 
identity regulation, revelling in the liberation offered by their liminal position. Rather, we understand 
the project managers in questŝŽŶĂƐ “ƌĞĨůĞǆŝǀĞĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚŽƌƐŽĨŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶĂůĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ? (Brown and 
Lewis, 2011, 886), struggling to establish a coherent and valued self-identity in relation to these 
conflicting discourses. 
Conclusion 
The last thirty years have witnessed the advent of a more explicit professionalisation within the field 
of project management. In practice, this has resulted in a striking conflict for contemporary project 
managers, caught between the localist discourses of the  ‘ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶŵĂŶ ? ?tŚǇƚĞ ?  ? ? ? ? ) ? ůŽǇĂůƚŽ
employer and entrenched in the context of their work and employer, and cosmopolitan discourses of 
the supra-local professional (Kanter, 1995), mobile, detached and bestowed with transferable, global 
knowledge. In this paper we have explored the consequences of this tension, taking a sample group of 
project managers to determine through discourse analysis how they make sense of the complexities 
inherent in their work identity. In doing so, this research develops the concept of liminality (Turner, 
1969; Garsten, 1999), and also notions of localism and cosmopolitanism (Gouldner, 1957, 1958; 
Kanter, 1995) to understand the impact of these countervailing pressures on individuals as they make 
sense of conflicting affiliations and roles. 
The empirical analysis reveals clearly discernible discursive positions, but also points to the complex 
combination of such positions in the accounts of the interviewees. The project managers interviewed 
do not position themselves as either local or cosmopolitan, but instead predominantly position 
themselves as both local and cosmopolitan. This is achieved in different ways - in several cases we see 
attempts to combine or even hybridise these discourses. The interviews themselves represented a 
creative encounter, whereby interviewees attempted to articulate at some length a coherent self-
identity, drawing together contradictory discursive positions emerging from their multiple 
engagements with different communities  W technical workers and senior management, organisational 
colleagues and extra-organisational fellow professionals. We can read into these accounts the debates, 
confrontations, antipathies and affinities of daily working life.  
Rather than reflecting a transient state in an ongoing process of transition, then, this combination and 
ŚǇďƌŝĚŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ ?Ɛ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ůŝŵŝŶĂů
position, caught between employer and profession. This is then further exacerbated as they also 
occupy a translational, cipher role between their prior position as technical specialist and their newer 
position as (project) manager. Project managers are therefore simultaneously occupying the space 
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between the institutions of profession and employing organisation, on one hand, and the space 
between the occupations of technical specialist and manager on the other.  
In the first case the liminal position is more persistent or enduring; as the occupation of project 
management expands and further professionalises, more project managers will be drawn in to this 
liminal space. ƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ ? ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ  ‘ĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚĞ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞ ? ŽĨ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŵĂǇ
reduce the contradictions experienced here, as the independence offered by the professional body is 
mitigated over time by its efforts to conform to the agendas of corporate members as employers 
(Paton et al, 2013). In the second, the liminal position may well be more transitory as individuals 
relinquish technical specialist roles and identities over time in their managerial role. However this rate 
of transition is also slowed within companies where project managers are allowed or indeed 
encouraged to remain specialists  W hence for some of our most experienced and oldest project 
managers, the liminal position had been perpetuated throughout their career and for some it 
approached a state of permanence. 
As an exploratory case study of a single professional group this research is limited by scale and scope 
and as such raises a number of avenues for future research of which there are two that are of particular 
interest. Firstly, it would be important to carry out similar case studies of other emerging corporate 
professions to look for similarities and differences in practitioners ?ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽf cosmopolitan and 
local identities. Such comparative work would both illuminate how professional bodies and 
corporations create tension for individuals existing in this liminal space and understand how these 
individuals deal with this duality. And secondly, it would be useful to undertake additional research 
within the profession of project management to investigate in more detail the liminal state as 
individuals make the transition from previous occupations into project management.   
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